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Locus of Control and the Expression of Humor 

Herbert M. Le£co«rt, Carl Sorclonl, and Carol Sordonll 
University oi Waterloo* 
Waterloo, Ontario 

Con,n,on senne would eugeest th«t a person who 
customarily attributes cause tor his misfortunes to external 
sources would be less defensive with regard to failure 
experience than a person who holds himself responsible for 
his late. If other persons, or "circuaistahces" can too 
biased for one's mishaps then those failure experiences 
should not be tai^en as beln« self-relevant. and 
consequently, should be less upsetting and/or eliciting of 
defensive maneuvers. A series of studies by Phares and his 
colleagues (Phares, Ritchie 6 Bavls, 1968; Phares, Wilarn & 
Klyver, I97l; Phares, 1971; Davis 6 Davis. 1972) has 
evaluated this sensible contention. With but rare 

exception, persons who hold «„ external l«cus of control 
were found to alter their explanations for task performances 
on the basis of their outcomes more than persons who held «n 
internal locus of control. Internals were generally less 
capricious than externals /reta in ing their interpretations 
of ^Iven tasks regardless of their performance outcomes, 
only when there were realistic circumstances present such as 
distracting, noise during concentration demanding tasks, did 



internals change in the ways in which they explained their 
perf o rin&nceo 

In the first study (FhareSf Ritchie and DaviSf 1968) 
internals were found to have less recall of certain 
contrived information of a quasi^personal nature than 
externals* However this recall difference did not vary with 
the quality of the i nf orma ti on t were it flattering or 
critical* Consequently f there seems to be little support 
for the sugM^s^^on that internals should be more defensive 
about their failure experiences than externals* in factf 
the consistency with which externals eschew the self- 
relevance" of failure experiences suggests that failure nay 
X — — — y ' 

^be more disruptive to externals than to internals* 

Indirect evidence for this conte;ition can be found in a 
myriad of i n ves t i ^ga t ions containing correlations between 
locus of control measures and debilitating anxletyt test 
anxietyt and manifest anxiety (Lefcourtf 1972)* In almost 
every case a more external locus of control is associated 
with higher scores on scales assessing anxiety and 
depression* In contrast t the one investigation focussing on 
positive mood States ( Warehime G Woodson t 1971 )f provides 
evidence to the effect that internals report more positive 
affects than externals* Further support for the hypothesis 
regarding the more disruptive nature of failure for 
externals derives from the studies by Butterfield C1964) and 
Brissett and Nowicki (1973)* In both studieSf internals 



were found to report that they react more constructively to 
frustration than externals* 

These findingSf while consistent f and congruent with 
i|uch research in social and comparative psychology 
(Lefcourtf 1973) are nonetheless paradoxical with regard to 
the commonsense position noted earlier* How is itf one 
mi^ht asK f that persons who ascribe cause to themselves are 
more able to assimilate ne^sative feedback without appearing 
to become defensive or depressed than persons who generally 
eschew personal responsibility for their performance 
outcomes* 

The present investigation represents an attempt to 

assay one means by which persons might become better able to 

} I 

cope with evaluative experiences* it is -ouir contention that 
internals are less at the mercy of immediate experience than 
are externalSf and that thifi difference derives from 
distancin42; mechanisms that are used more often by internals* 
Examples of such mechanisms that have been explored are the 
use of personal norms for evaluatin^^ present experiences 
( Deevert 1968 )f and the tendency to interpret immediate 
experiences from different perspectives (Lefcourtf Gronnerud 
G McDonaldf 1973; Wo Ik & Duce ttet 1973 )* Another mechanism 
that is often cited as a device that both derives from and 
serves to foster distance from immediate concerns is humor 
(Mindess ^ 1971)* Wtii le not all humor may be said to 
indicate di^tancingf certain kinds of humor such as that 

/ 



associated with mockery are decidedly distance creating 
devices* The priinary tar^^et behaviors to be discussed 
within the present study will be those humor expressions 
that convey the development of distance* Consistent with 
the position advanced abovet the hypothesis to be tested is 
that distancing humor will be more characteristic ot 
internals than of externals during an ostensibly evaluative 
task* 

Three kinds of humor responses were assessed for the 
present study t one oX which i£ **8uper iori ty** humor which 
most clearly refl<^cts the development of distance* A second 
type of humor is ** tension-relief which indicates surprise 
or shockf a condition sug^gesting a rapid change from 
closeness to distance* The thirdf **social** humor is more 
indicative of social approach behavior* These types of 
humor have been described in some detail by Levine (1969) 
and Berlyne ( 1969 )* 

Superiority or '"cognitive" humor is described by Arthur 
Koestler (1964) as occurring when two previously unrelated 
constructs converge upon some single element* Koestler 
refers to this process as bAsociation and views it as bei\ng 
intrinsic to humort discoveryf and creativity* The mirthful 
response resulting from bisociation is said to reflect a 
sense of pride or superiority borne of contrast with others* 
o** one*s own recent state of ignorance or naivete — one now 



laughs down" at or draws away from his prior involvement 
and seriousness* 

The hypothesis is that superiority humor wi 11 be more 
common among internal than external subjects durinis an 
evaluat i ve task that becomes Increasinisly provocative; andf 
that a lesser number ot ludicrous provocations will be 
required to el.icit this kind of humor response from internal 
subjects* Since internals are thought to be quicker at 
perceivinis diverse elements that allow for bisociationt 
reinterpre tationt and the consequent distance from an 
immediate testing situationt they should be more likely to 
exhibit superiority humor than are externals* Specif ical lyt 
internals should display nore superiority humor than 
externals earlier in the task; and this form of humort 
characterized by laughing to one*s selff should be more 
evident in general amonifi internal than among external 
subjects* 

TensiQ|)L*relief humort distinguished by "nervous'* and 
uncont roll ed laughter si^ncils a sudden shif t from ease to 
uncertainty as would occur with surprise* Our hypothesis is 
that this sort of humor should occasion the first perception 
of irregularity in our increasingly ludicrous task which may 
be a necessary antecedent to the development of superiority 
humor* As such it is predicted that internals will exhibit 
tension- re lief humor earlier than will externals* This 
difference favoring internals should dissipate rapidly as 



internals renolvc the uncertainty eni^endered by the taaJCf 
and externals belatedly experience surprise* Consequent lyt 
externals should exhibit more tension^rel iei" humor than 
internals in latter periodSf and less in the earlier periods 
of our procedure* 

Soc iu I humor di tf ers f rum each of the af orenenti. oned in 
being; irrelevant to the particular characteristics ot the 
given task* This kind of mirth is used to ''express approval 
or disapprovalf develop common attitudeSf indicate safety or 
friendship** ( Stephensont 1951)* Within the confines of this 
experimetitf social humor would seem to be an attempt to 
elicit social reinforcement from an aloof experimenter who 
would otherwise regard the subject as an object to be 
manipulated* In this sense t social humor represents an 
effort to gain some control in a situation where control is 
largely in the hands of another person* Given the 
instrumental nature of social humort the hypothesis is that 
it should be more common amon^^ internals than externals at 
the start of the experimental procedure* With the 

development of task involvementf howevert this forui of humor 
should decrease noticeably such that there should be little 
between subject differences beyond the early stages of the 
procedure* 



Method 



S ub^iec t a The ^ sample consisted of 48 male under graduate 
students* An additional six W5sre not used due to 

technical d 1 ii: icul ti es with their videotapes* All had 
completed the In tern al— External Control Scale ( i-"£ Rot ter t 
1966) in classroom sessionsf the eroup mean being 10«16 ( gP 
= 5«57)« Ss with I*£ scores below 9 were designated 
internals; those with scores at 10 and above as externals* 
Procedur<g The experiment was described to the ^s as 
pertaining to cognitive abilities and verbal facility* Each 
of a series of tasks was administered with reference to the 
purported intent of finding cognitive factors associated 
with the development of verbal ability* First among such 
tasks was the rod and frane measure of field dependence 
(Witkint et* al*f 1962)* Performance on the portable rod 
and frame device produced a }i - 30«98f £J2 - 16«64« ^s with 
scores<-i>el ow 26 were designated field independentf 28 and 
Above as field dependent* Subsequen tly f this score was used 
as. a second i ndependent measure of internality to be 
employed Jointly with T— E« This combination of locus of 
control and field dependence has afforded good prediction of 
autonomy related behavior in previous research < Lef court & 
Telegdif tSlii Lefcourtf Oronnerudf f> McDonaldf 1973 )• 

Th<d second test admi nis tered was the Remote Assoc ia tes 
Test (Mednick ti Mednickf IS67 ) for which directions 
underlined the interest in ability at manipulating 
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verbal material when granted an unlimited amount oi time and 
privacy* 

Subsequent to completing, these tests ^s were scheduled 

t 

for a later appointment* In! second session a word 

association test was administered with directions stressing 
the fact that where the previous test (Remote Associates) 
had illustrated ^s ' verbal facility under conditions lackinis 
constraints the concern now was to examine ^s' verbal 
facility under more demand ing condi t i ons • Time was said to 
be of the essence and that ^s had to create a response to 
each word with maximum speed* The experimenters showed 
the equipment which consisted of a voice reaction time 
instrument calibrated to measure hundreths of a second 
between the experimenter's reading of the word and the ^s* 
response* 

The list was derived from a word associa t ion test 
previously used to investigate jjuilt concerning sexuality 
(Galbraithf Uahny Q Libermant 1968; Galbraith G Moshert 
1968 )• The list used in the present study included a series 
of sexual double entendreSf non— sexual words from 
Gall)raith*s test and a number of other non*sexual words from 
the Mental v lxaminer's Handbook (Wells S Kueschy 1945 )• 
Table I presents the list with isach double entendre 
underlined* The double entendree were introduced initially 
at the thirteenth word and spaced apart by two non*sexual 
words* At nmaber 24$ double entendres be£;an appea^ring as 
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every other word* From the 39th word oiif all of the 
remaining words were double entendres* In this manner the 
opportunity lor hisociation to specific words continually 
increased* As we 1 1 1 the increasinis number of double 

entendres 4i;radually allowed for bisociative thought 
processes to occur rei^ardin^t the experimental purposes 
themselves* In shortf the whole experimentf at some pointf 
could become a Joke to the ^ who had become aware that the 
task at hand was inappropriate with regard to the originally 
stated **dry** purposes of investigation* 



Insert Table I about here 



Ss were seated in a well lighted room across from the 
experimenter who was situated behind a tablet surrounded by 
timing and recording equipment* Approximately a foot behind 
the experimenter's left shouldert and eight feet from the j| 
was a one way observation mirror behind which there was a 
hi^shly lii^ht sensitive television camera with a remote 
controlled zoom lens* The resulting videotaped picture on a 
23'* hi^h restitution monitor allowed for the observation of a 
£*s face as if he were no further than 3 feet from the 
obse rve r * 

From previous analyses of the resulting datat response 
t imeSf verbal responses f facial indications of attitude 
change as well as other observable characteristics were 



:founa to be related to botli I-H and field dependence 
(Le£courtf Gronnerudf 6 McBonaldf 1973 )• In generalf the 
more internal ttie individual on the i*E and rod and frame 
neasuresf the more co^nitively active he seemed to be* MoHt 
pertinent to this current examination ot the data was . a 
findin^i^ that in one sample sei^nent ol the test interaction 

i I 

(the first 16 words administered) internals both smiled and 
laughed more than externals* 

For the present: analyses the word association list was 
divLdi^di into five periodSf each consis t ini?--of 10 words* As 
may be seen in Table If the periods were as follows! £ * 
all non-sexual words; II: every third word is a double 
entendre (3 double entendrejg); III and; IV: every other 
vord is a double i^ntendre (each contain 5 double entendres); 
and V: all words are double entendres ( 10 double entendres 
In all)* 

The specific hypotheses were* 

l> Superiority humor should increase as the task 
becomes more clearly a Joke (Periods II — V) and this 
tendency should appear earlier and be most mailed in the 
internal e roup; 

2) Tension^relief should be more obvious amon^ 

internals at the introduction of double entendres (Periods 
II and il I )* This sort of response should quickly diminish 
for internals and become more in evidence amoni^ externals 
during the later periods (IV ^V); 



3 ) The greatest amount of soc ial humor should he In 
evidence dvirini^ the early periods < I and II )t and such mirth 
should be exhibited by internals more than externals* 

Behavioral manifestations ol the three forms of humor 
are as follows: 

1) Superiority : chal I en£f in^z looks — intense with 
narrowed eyes; pleased or prldeful look; pursing of lips — 

in the accompaniment off or immediately precedinHf 
smiles or lau,^hter« 

2) .. Tension— r^l ief ; startle (sudden beadf eye or body 
movement); hesitation and uncertainty expressed by strained 
smilef quizzical facial expreesiont head tiltf furrowinii; of 
browf fid^etinesSf high intensity explosive laughf head 
shakin^f audible expirations* 

3) §ocif|i ; quality of warmth; eyes wide open; teeth 
visiblet Lody lean toward experimenter; tendency to 
exchange extraneous pleasantries — in the accompaniment of 
smiles or Laughter* 

Results 

The first challen^^e in assessing the humor data was in 
establishing reliable Judgments for incidents of as well as 
types of mirth* ^ A sample of 10 female ^s were used for 
trainin/y; und the establishment of reliability* initially a 
5 category mirth intensity scale was used (Zi^lerf Levinef ti 



Gouldf V9bl) rangin^j; from negative response throu^sh hallf 
full sml le and I au^h* A low f requency of ne^at ive responses 
and an inability to reliably distini^uish between a half and 
full smile left three usable categories: no responset 
smile.f and laugh* The ratings of two observers :for 600 
observations containing 135 incidents of mirth produced 95% 
ai^reeinent* Secondlyt the categorization of the 135 actual 
incidents ot humor into superiorityt tensi on— rel ief and 
social was a^i^&ed upon for 8551 of the initial Ju^ments* 
Most disai^reemen ts were resolved throu^^h discussiont 
reobserva t ion and ratings with the help of a third rater* 

All of the analyses described below are of the 
unweighted means type since there were unequal Hb between 
l^roups ( Internal-fleld independent: 12; I nt erna l*f i eld 
dependent: II; Ex tern al-f i eld independen t : 9; Ex t ernal*f ield 
dependent: 16 >• The first analyses of the incidence of 
smiles and laughs allowed for a check on the previously 
reported findings favorin^s internals which was based upon a 
limited sample of interaction during the word ai^sociation 
test* Since no main effects or interactions were oiitained 
with the field dependence variablet it was ommitted from the 
figures presentinift the data obtained with the word 
association test* 

As is evident in figure If only one effect was 
significant with regard to the incidence of laughter* 



Internals lau^^heci more often than externals throughout the 
experiment (£ = S#2lf £ < •05f l/44i. 



Insert flgut'e I about here 



Smiles likewise were more characteristic of internals 
than externals (F ^ 5«79ff £<«025ff 1/44 )• lioweverf in this 
caset the period ot testing was also siisnificant <£ = 8«d8ff 
j5<«00lf 4/176) as was an interaction between locus of 
control and period CF = ll#l4f j2<«00l, 4/176)* Period 
differences were de t<^i!!rmi ned by the much hi|iher incidence of 
sailing at the beginning and end of the test (Periods I and 
V)« While internals smiled more often than externals at 
each periodf the . difference was most extreme during the 
final period (p<«00l) when double entendres were' presented 
consecut i vely • During the immediately preceding period (IV) 
the difference between internals and externals had 
diminished considerably such that it did not exceed the 
X%<^lO level of confidence* Internals consistently outsmiled 
externals thent but the mean differences were greatest at 
the last period and secondly at the beginning of the taslc 
( Period I )• 



Insert figure 2 about here 



As i nciicated in figure 2$ In ternalfiis tended to exhib i t 
more superiority humor than externals (£ = 3«65f £<*lOf 
1/44). Periods were significant = 2.84$ £<• 0259 4/1 76 > 
and there was a near significant inter action between periods 
and locus of control (£ = 2«339 i2<«069 4/176 )• The i&reatest 
incidence of superiority humor occurred. at different times 
for internals and externals* Internals behaved as 

predictedf gradually increasing in superiority humor as the 
task proceeded! such that the highest incidence occurred 
toward the end of the list* Externalst on the other handt 
exhibited the reverse trendt becoming less likely to show 
this form of humor as the task progressed* The difference 
for internals from Period I to V differed significantly in a 
positive direction (£<«05) whereas the negative change for 
externals was i ns i^^n if icant • Differences between Internals 
and externals were not significant during the first two 
periodSf became significant in Periods III and IV (both 
£<«Ol)f and were most different during Period V (i2<«00l)« 

The pattern of results for tension-relief humor was not 
as predict4b'd* Internals exhibited more t ension^rel ief humor 
in general (£ = 5*6lf i2<*025t l/44)f and againt periods 
produced a main effect (£ - G*74f J2<«005f 4/175) though 
there were no significant i n te rac t ions* The greatest 
incidence of tension-relief humor occurredf howevert at the 
last period (V)^ and secondly at the first period (i) 
contrary to the hypotheses* The lowest incidence occurred 



during tlie third and f our thperiods exactly when an increase 
in tension^relief humor had been anticipated* 

With regard to social humort internals a^ain exceeded 
externals as predicted (£ = 8«l9f J2 < •Olf l/44)« iiowevert 
the anticipated interactions with periods were not found* A 
main effect for periods was evident (£ = 4«95f J2<«00lf 
4/176) dBrivinii from the greater incidence of social smiling; 
at the bei^innin^ of the experisent* While the curves in 
filgure 2 indicate that internals accounted for the largest 
share of social smiling during Period If externals also did 
their greatest anount of social sailing at that tiae albeit 
at a much lower rate* In generalf externals were less 
likely to produce the friendlyt social type of humor 
especially as the task proceeded through its five stages* 

Discuf sHoffi 

The mjpst prominent finding in this study was the rather 
obvious readiness of internals to become mirthful in a 
provocative situation* Externals displayed less humor 
throughout the word association procedure* In contrastf 
field dependence failed to generate a single main effect or 
interaction and was therefore omitted from further 
discussion* With regard to specific types of humort the 
hypotheses relevant to superiority and social humor were 
supported to some degree* 



Socia I humor occurred foremost at the bei$ inning of the 
word association testf as had been hypo thesizedf when the 

■X, 

experinenter and subject were first settling into the task; 
andf it was more commonly displayed by intei^'nais* This 
friendly and warn humor is the sort that often causes others 
to regard an individual as being "good natured^t and 
encourages pleasantness in return* Such differences in 
demeanor for internals and externals might help to account 
for the findings that internals receive better liospital 
treatment thati externals foV^lowing surgery fJohnsont 
Leventhalf Q DabbSf 1971 )• These authors interpreted their 
results as indicating that internals are more able to 
influence the care received when they are in the more 
dependentf patient role« In the introduction to this paper 
social humor was said to be an attempt to gain some control 
in a situation in which a person is likely to be taken as a 
passive object* In other words t the greater incidence of 
social humor among internals during Period 1 may have 
reflected an attempt t o engage the sympathy of the 
experimenter when they found themselves in the helplesa 
situation of being an object to be acted upon* Within a 
hospitalf or experiment! internals may be more able than 
externals to elicit the concern of nursing staffs and 
experimenters through their expressions of social humor* 

More pertinent to the purposes of this experimentf 
howevert were the findings with superiority humor* This 



kind of hUfnoTf was said to be a distancinij kind of mirthf 
which would occur more Xrequentiy and more quickly among 
internals* The data provided some support for these 

hypotheses* Superiority humor increased amonic internals 
such that they differed significantly from externals by the 
third period of the task and continued to do so throughout 
the remainder of the procedure* ExternalSf in contrastf 
exhibited superior i ty humor primarily at the start of the 
task and decreased in the display of such humor as the task 
progressed* This early display of superiority humorf before 
the ludicrous nature of the task became evidentf suggests a 
tendencious sort of response — a«ei if th^ subject were 
smirking at the fumbling experimenter who hoped to "get the 
best of him*** When superiority humor occurred later in the 
task it more probably reflected mockery directed at the 
humorous situationt a laughing discovery that "one has been 
fooled and has become aware of the score*** Internals may 
have been as likely as externals to smile derisively at the 
experimenter as he introduced subjec ts to their ordeal * 
Howevert internals also laughedf and did so more frequent lyt 
at the Joke that had been perpetrated upon themselves while 
externals became less mirthful as the facade ol the 
experiment became increasingly implausible* 

These data offer support for the contentions regarding 
the assimilation of negative information* That internals 
can respond with humor rather than embarassaent or 



apprehension when they become aware of being a victim of the 
experimenter's machinations augurs well for the manner in 
which they mi^^ht enact other ^'object*' roles - such aa being 
the recipient of evaluationaX information* 

Tensions-relief humort in contrast to superiority and 
social humor did not occur as hypothesized* Internals 
exhibited more of this kind of humor than externals 
throuii;hout the experimentf and the occurrence of tension- 
relief humor did not coincide with the introduction o^ 
double entendres* The two periods in which this form of 
humor was most common were the first and last* The 
responses durin^^ the first period conceivably reflected the 
uncertainty attendant upon beisinning a new evaluative task 
whereas the responses occurring durin^g the last period may 
have been a response to the suddenly unre lent inn 
presentation of double entendres* In any event tension** 
relief humor was not exhibited in the manner In which it had 
been predicted* That no increase occurred durinit the third 
and fourth periods of the list for either group of subjects 
raises question as to the utility of this kind of mirth for 
inferring rapidly developing uncertainty* Nevertheless! the 
findings that associate locus of control with tension-^'rel ief 
humor do i ndica te that this more ''nervous** humor is not 
totally dissimilar to the other forms of humor* 

As m general conclusiont the data in this investigation 
reveal that internals are more apt to respond humorously 



than are externals* They smile more and laui$n more than 
their externai counterparts* Host germane to the original 
hypotheses were the findings with superiority humor which 
su{2fi;est that the internal can derive amusenent from the 
discovery that he has been manipulated* To exhibit a humor 
response in such a situation conveys distance from that 
immediate task and a lesser leelinfi of vulnerability to 
Judgements deriving from it* Such a response would seen 
rather useful for facilitatinn one's acceptance of negative 
information* 

Summary 

Humor displayed durin« the administration of a word 
association test containintf a gradually increasinis number of 
sexual double entendrea was observed through remote control 
television faci I i t iee* ^ Persons who hold an internal locus 
of control were found to both smile and laugh more than 
externals at different periods of the test* With humor 
differentiated into **superiori ty** t t ension-'re I ief y and 
""social" types the period and locus of control variable 
predicted the occurrence of certain specific humor 
responses* Field dependence proved to be irrelevant to the 
criteria in question* Generallyy the results auiigest that 
internals are mure apt to be aftueed by the discovery that 
they havo been the object of a Jest than are externals* 
This display of hunort particularly that of superiority 



humor was thought to reflect a distance from the in«edlate 
demands of the task which if a general characteristic would 
facilitate the acceptance of evalua t ive feedback • 

Ihe&e resul ts may he Ip to explain how internals can 
assimilate negative information without suffering increases 
in anxiety and/or depression* 
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Table I 

Stinuius Words in the Double Entendre Word Association List 



1 fly 

2 face 

3 plant 

4 voice 

5 earth 

6 miss 

7 door 

8 alone 

9 eioodi 

10 ride 



11 light 

12 work 

13 lei^BBBR 

14 health 

15 ocean 

16 M&l 
11 lire 

18 watch 

19 SliAXSlM 

20 drink 



21 sugar 

22 ILEjLS 

23 cross 

24 JiAi£ 

25 carpet 

26 C p ^gp ^ 

27 lamp 

28 SCREW 

29 paper 

30 Ff ICK 



31 neasure 

32 ^LSl 

33 garden 

34 CgCK 

35 stove 

36 ^gVNT 

37 city 

38 QSEhM 

39 water 

40 £!£££ 



41 HUMP 

42 PET 

43 IQQL 

44 SUCK 

45 Mm 

46 ASS 

47 hAULS 

48 PVSSTt 

49 flOX 

50 I rfAY 



Figure 1 

Mean frequency of smiles and laughter occurring 
as a function of locus of control and period of testing 
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FREQUENCY OF SMILES 




Figure 2 



Mean frequencies of Superiority » locial end Tension-Kelief 
Humor as a function of locus of control and period of testing 



